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Henreckson: From Iowa to Italy

NEWS

FROM IOWA TO ITALY
In the "Dante and the Italian Renaissance" course, students spent 12 weeks
studying on-campus and one week in January exploring Florence, Italy.

Between August and November, Dr.
Walker Cosgrove, history professor,
and Dr. Joshua Matthews, English
professor, walked their class through
the texts of writers like Petrarch and
Alberti. They also looked at paintings,
frescoes, architecture, and sculpture
from the Renaissance. Then, Cosgrove
and Matthews led students through
the masterpiece that is Dante’s Divine
Comedy.

JANNEKE DEBOER ('20)

It’s unique to have a course co-taught
by a history professor and an English
professor. But what’s even more
unique about the “Dante and the Italian
Renaissance” course is that it culminates
in a trip to Florence, Italy, known as
the “cradle of the Renaissance,” where
students experience firsthand what they
learn in the classroom.

“As I read through the students’
reﬂections on the trip, I was surprised
by how glowing they were. The students
loved Florence,” says Matthews.

Florence. The group stayed in a hotel
connected to a convent. As a class, they
spent five days in Florence, exploring
the museums, churches, and historical
monuments.

“For Dante, theology, aesthetics, and
politics are all combined,” says Matthews,
“and we live them out every day. For
students to see that on paper, but then to
go to these real buildings where there is
history, aesthetics, and theology all in the
same place, is an incredible experience."

“The Renaissance was a Florentine
phenomenon,” says Cosgrove. “Florence
has Michelangelo’s David statue, the
frescoes of Massachio’s Trinity on the
walls of the Duomo. The earliest images
of Dante’s Divine Comedy are even on
those walls.”

"Dante asks the basic questions of life,”
Matthews adds. “Who am I? Why do I
exist? What do I do with my life? Who
is God? What happens to me when I
die? These are questions students are
asking—although maybe not out loud.”

Walking through the streets of Florence
engages the five senses, says Matthews.
And, during free time, the students took
every advantage to go sightseeing and
explore.

“I heard students say, ‘I remember this
in class, and now we’re here,’” says
Cosgrove. “The number of students
drawing connections between what we
studied and what they saw made me feel
like we must have done something right.”
“The trip to Florence was a wonderful
opportunity to experience history in
an entirely different way,” says AJ Funk,
a senior theology major. “Exploring
the different museums was surreal.
It was one thing to learn about it in
class, but it was nothing compared to
the contextualization that seeing the
paintings in person offered.”
“Experiencing Florence gave me a new
appreciation for the literature we read,”
says Erika Buiter, a senior English major.
“Professor Cosgrove and Professor
Matthews did a great job of educating us
as we explored the city.”
“We plan this trip a year ahead of time,
encourage students to sign up, handle
travel arrangements, and then start a
new semester when we return,” says
Matthews. “It’s certainly more work than
a normal class, but in the end, it’s a labor
of love.”
KATE HENRECKSON
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During Christmas break, the students,
Cosgrove, and Matthews flew to

“I wrote a research paper on the
Duomo—a famous church—for the
course, and I enjoyed being able to climb

to the top of it in Florence,” says Trenton
Ribbens, a senior engineering major.
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